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Making the Familiar Unfamiliar 
Peter Blagg 
I have been engaged in practice-based research exploring elements of The 
Uncanny. My work focuses on everyday objects and how they have the potential 
to become uncanny. How familiar, seemingly innocuous, mundane and trivial 
pieces of design are able to alienate, frustrate or simply evoke uncertainty 
within their users. I have used key terminology from texts on the uncanny and 
attempted to apply them in a practical manner in the manufacture of familiar 
objects. Investigating whether uncanny objects can be made using a 
recognisable systematic process.  
This public engagement event was arranged through Leeds City Art Gallery. This 
was an event in a series of interactive research sessions and exhibitions based 
around my practice. I was able apply ideas from earlier participatory sessions as 
to how audiences interacted with the work. It was an interesting challenge to 
engage the general public in this kind of action research and novel for the 
public to be able to physically handle the works.  
I was intrigued to understand how a non-captive audience would react to the work 
in comparison with other events within my research activities. Would the work 
capture attention or engage? During this event questioning and discussion 
techniques were employed to capture audience feedback. The Gallery was 
interested in using spaces differently for research and education and capturing 
more adults in activities throughout the gallery. 
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Making the Familiar Unfamiliar – 12th May 2018 
 
Interactive exhibition exploring familiar and unfamiliar objects. 
 
How strange are everyday objects? Exploring the abundant, mundane, 
disposable, and trivial things that silently share our lives.   
 
As part of Peter Blagg’s action research you are invited to handle, interact 
with and discuss his work. The sculptural works have been made in response 
to the theme of ‘familiar and unfamiliar’ in an attempt to explore how everyday 
objects can communicate with their users. The objects are not deemed ‘works 
of art’ but prototypes to be played with, described and discussed. The focus of 
this session is public engagement, sharing ideas, thoughts, curiosity and fun.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Making the Familiar Unfamiliar. 
 
Peter Blagg 
 
Interactive Exhibition Leeds City Art Gallery, 12th May 2018 
 
This public engagement event was arranged through Leeds City Art Gallery. 
This was an event in a series of interactive research sessions and exhibitions 
based around my practice. I was able apply ideas from earlier participatory 
sessions as to how audiences interacted with the work. It was an interesting 
challenge to engage the general public in this kind of action research and 
novel for the public to be able to physically handle the works. I was intrigued 
to understand how a non-captive audience would react to the work. Would 
they capture attention or engage? During this event questioning and 
discussion techniques were employed to capture audience feedback. 
 
Current statement. 
I have been engaged in practice based research exploring elements of The 
Uncanny. My work focuses on everyday objects and how they have the 
potential to become uncanny. How familiar, seemingly innocuous, mundane 
and trivial pieces of design are able to alienate, frustrate or simply evoke 
uncertainty within their users. I have used key terminology from texts on the 
uncanny and attempted to apply them in a practical manner in the 
manufacture of familiar objects. Investigating whether uncanny objects can be 
made using a recognisable systematic process. 
 
Recognition and alienation are key aspects within descriptions of 
uncanniness. Martin Heidegger suggests it is when ‘the world in which we 
make our home suddenly feels alien to us’. Roboticist Masahiro Mori 
describes uncanny reactions to human-like robots as a loss of ‘affinity’ 
towards something as familiar as our own image. Psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch 
describes it as ‘intellectual uncertainty’, Sigmund Freud suggests that it is 
something ‘long established in the mind’ that has been forgotten, suppressed 
even ignored suddenly revealed. Something homely / familiar becomes un-
homely / unfamiliar the two things coincide so closely it is difficult to 
distinguish one from the other.   
 
I have engaged in constructing objects focussing on themes of uncertainty 
and familiar / unfamiliar. The objects are made from everyday things and 
materials (the familiar) reconstituted to create new objects exploring the line 
between recognition and alienation. The intention is to make objects so 
familiar that they become strange. Deconstruction and reunification are 
important emerging processes as the construction and plausibility of the 
object appear correlated. Focus groups and exhibitions have been used to 
gauge responses to the developing objects. The interpersonal experience of 
the end users has become pivotal to the work. Discussion with individuals and 
groups has illuminated interesting relationships between participants and the 
everyday objects around them. 
 
 
 
Rationale. 
Layout or work was purposely participant led. During previous focus groups It 
had been noted that tasks and activities such as questionnaires were only 
partially effective in capturing some types of information – thoughts and 
feelings. Generally individuals preferred to simply discuss the objects they 
were handling and often focussed in on a few specific objects during the 
sessions. This information was caught through a simple feedback sheet, 
some photography and note taking (transcribing conversations done by 
assistant).  
 
The objects were purposely un-curated and randomly arranged on the table. 
Earlier sessions had highlighted that generally participants tended to arrange 
the objects by the space around them as opposed to their function or any 
categorisation. This seemed to be related to aesthetic satisfaction in spite of 
the purpose of the things themselves.  
 
The exhibition was purposefully unstructured, they might be asked if they 
would like to look at and hold some of the pieces but it was key for individuals 
to form their own sense-impressions (Freud 1919). Recording initial 
responses was a key objective as the objects have been designed to appear 
plausible. Generally the exhibition was able to shed light on how audiences 
respond to the objects in a less controlled environment. There was 
randomisation of participants simply down to who visited the gallery on the 
given day. It was noted that there appeared to be a good cross section of 
public after discussion with participants although no socio-economic 
background information was taken as it was not the purpose of the exercise. 
 
The name was changed from ‘Playtime’ to ‘Making the Familiar Unfamiliar’  
after discussion with the Learning and Access Officer. It was felt that the 
session might be seen as purely a children’s activity and I was keen to 
engage with all ages as was Amanda. For both myself, the Gallery and 
Amanda’s there was an interest in engaging adults in activities within a 
Gallery context this was a good testing ground. The work also dovetailed well 
with the strangeness / otherworldliness of the Hillary Lloyd exhibition, an 
immersive environment made of found objects and odd juxtapositions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Morning position central area – Leeds City Gallery 
 
 
 
 
Artist Peter Blagg (Left) Recorder Naseem Darbey (Right) 
 
 
 
 
 
Afternoon position reading room – Leeds City Gallery 
 
 
 
 
 
Rationale.  
Wide range of participants from different backgrounds – reflected in 
discussion but engagement was the same level. 
 
Red - Recorder comments Naseem Darbey. 
Black – participant. 
  
‘Oh ha too deep for this time in the morning’ Participant picked up some 
objects and played with the teat glasses. 
‘the starting of a cabinet of curiosities’.  
‘the bike seat reminds me of a chap who objected to doting mothers sitting 
their children on his bike. So he attached 6 inch nails to the seat! Its very 
original!’ In regard to the bicycle seat with comb 
‘recording the audio- have it playing else where- you don’t see the objects 
with the dialogue’. Exhibition ideas- talking about the body of work.  
“if you enjoy that sort of thing!’. Seat with the bristles 
Does your sex M/F have a bearing on your object? Which object do you see 
first? As you walk past discuss. Most picked object (The seat with comb) 
despite being moved about. 
‘It brings art to life. on the idea you can touch and play with them. 
“Some of the objects are too gynaecological- I don’t want to touch them!” 
“Objects connect- other times- other places” 
“These objects look familiar- but odd- they all do!” 
“the saw is frustrating-trying to free itself” 
“nothing is wasted” 
“The sponge cup look like it should be hard- I expected it to be” 
“The art gave me a moment to consider the little everyday things-thank you” 
(referring to the brush seat) 
“when you approach the table you see objects, olden day objects. I didn’t 
think they were mixed up objects, not till I looked in detail- then I thought 
whats that?” 
“quite unnerving, some are quite funny, the sawblade with the axe stuck” 
“it would be a great starting point for kids” (a poet suggested this)  
“salience” 
“ergonomic” 
“space saver” 
“I don’t like the inside” 
“uncanny- definitely uncanny, places can be uncanny-I once went to a pub 
and as he said it “there is a ghost some where here” I got goose bumps- hairs 
on the back of my neck”.  
“Got a shock, it looked like coral but it was spounge” Two different people- 
spounge cup 
“familiarity”  
“mudlarkin” 
“all these objects have already been touched”.  (referring to amalgams) 
“its very rare you can walk into an art building like this and interact with 
objects, very unique”  
“is there a science design output?” cars hovers etc 
Cast are more uncanny. People quite like the originals. (perhaps more 
playful) 
“just a metal casting with some texture, this is different colours, textures, 
colours it has something”  
In a gallery setting prefer to have the ones to touch.  
A real like for the original –  
“part of our understanding of an object, how it feels”  
“one dimensional” Art galleries 
“I wanted to wheel it- it doesn’t wheel!!!” 
“my cup overfloweth” 
“is the object charged” why does everyone pick up the same one but on 
different days. 
“scissors are the brightest” 
“the weight surprised me” (regarding cast objects)- made interesting but 
rendered useless. Difference between more functional objects and non 
functional.  
“Graham crowely- 8os- large household objects- took onlife- menancing- 
Demestication/liberation” 
“its nice to be able to touch things, this gallery has a good history of this” 
 
Describing words from participant sheets 
Ergonomic (comb with expanding foam) 
Frustrating (Double scissors) 
Funny (Spray pump) 
Discomforting (glasses with bottle teat) 
Oceanic (broken glass vase with tassles) 
Bristles (a paint brush with small opera glasses attached)  
Calming (Bicycle seat with brush) 
Satisfying (A primitive fetish object- fits in hand- basket ball and handle) 
Cool  
Yellow 
Weird (dummy glasses) 
Weird (inhaler brush) 
Funny/quirky (Bike seat with brush) 
Funny (basket ball with hook) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis: 
It was noted and commented upon that because the work was made of found 
materials or junk it was already more approachable. Had it been made of 
other materials or seen as an art object then participants would have felt 
reticent to engage. Many participants could recognise something in the 
amalgamated objects, where as the cast felt less relatable, it was more 
difficult to evoke memories, stories or connections. Participants did not know 
how to interact with the casts as with the other amalgams. The objects and 
the event surprised visitors to the Gallery, being able to interact in this way 
and handling objects felt very novel and special. Some visitors mentioned 
being a little ‘freaked out’ as they expected the objects to be a certain thing or 
way from a distance and this changed when they moved for a closer look. 
This appeared to be an appeal or draw for visitors as there were many second 
looks. After a previous interactive exhibition, a Biro was purposely left in 
amongst the objects, again it was asked (even if with a smile) ‘is this a real 
biro?’ 
 
It was interesting to note that children did not seem to interact with the objects 
in the same way or with the same enthusiasm. For them (after questioning) 
the connected objects still appeared to be separate things and not a single 
confusing object, this was unexpected. Many visitors attempted to suggest 
practical uses for the objects and developed strong physical connections or 
associations with them. The hairbrush and comb were particular examples of 
this. One particular participant felt compelled to brush her hair with the bicycle 
seat brush, another participant suggested that the foam comb could be used 
by people who are physically impaired due to its chucky / graspable form. 
Strangely specific objects became the focus of the day, being continually 
handled or discussed (bicycle seat brush amongst others) this would be at 
different times of the day and with very different groups or individuals. Ritual 
and shamanism were discussed by a number of participants when holding 
certain items, especially the cast of the baseball brake. Its weight, colouring 
and feel felt ‘primal’ and ‘shamanistic’ one particular participant was reminded 
of ‘The Golden Bow’. 
 
 
                  Baseball Brake. 
 
                    Bicycle Seat Brush. 
 
          The surprising result from this and the previous pop up exhibition was the 
enthusiastic adult engagement. Visitors would comment on a lack of 
experiences and workshops aimed at engaging adults in the arts and 
museums. Being able to handle the objects and engage in genuine discussion 
felt like a ‘breath of fresh air’. Visitors would often take children to workshops 
but feel excluded by the focus on younger visitors (although it was mentioned 
that Leeds Art Gallery offered more than others). Being able to interact in 
such a way with the works offered a more intimate understanding of the work 
and the project itself. The materials lent themselves to be handled and 
enjoyed. For many the fun element was surprise, being freaked out, nostalgia 
and intellectual and physical engagement as opposed to passively looking at 
things. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Selected objects mentioned in report. 
 
 
Foam Comb. 
 
 
Double Scissors. 
 
 
                          Spray Pump. 
 
 
Nipple (Teat) Glasses 
 
Vase with Tassels. 
 
 
Brush Binoculars. 
 
                       Foam Cup. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Selected feedback sheets. 
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